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HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, and so on. 

We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


Globe Pequot Press

Reader Response/Editorial Department PO Box 480

Guilford, CT 06437



Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@GlobePequot.com

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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The land here is like a great book or a great symphony; it invites approaches toward comprehension on many levels, from all directions.

—Edward Abbey
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Preface: What It’s Like Out in Abbey Country

Geographically, the Canyonlands is a section of southeastern Utah, some of it embodied in two magnificent national parks, Arches and Canyonlands. But geography is only a small part of the story. Naturally, the Canyonlands, or Abbey Country as it has been called, is much more.

It’s a rugged piñon pine growing out of solid slickrock—and the beautiful blue piñon jay screaming at you from it.

It’s the stealthy mountain lion stalking the understandably skittish mule deer or the seldom-seen bobcat getting fat on the foolish young of the desert cottontail. You rarely see the desert cats, but they leave their story in the sand.

It’s those little whiptail and fence lizards darting away as you walk down the trail. I wonder if some scientist knows how these little lizards run so fast on quarter-inch-long legs and could tell me how they do it?

It’s those amazingly hardy desert plants. After being out in the Canyonlands heat a few days, you grow to really appreciate their toughness and special adaptations and longevity. Stepping on a desert plant is like cutting down a big tree in the rain forest—except the desert plant is probably older. And tougher than nails to make it this harsh environment. If desert plants were human, they’d be ninjas or extreme cage fighters or Navy SEALs. I also like the way they give each other space. I imagine they could grow closer to each other, but instead they prefer to keep their distance from neighbors. Sound familiar?

It’s all that blackbrush, everywhere, like oceans of tumbleweeds that haven’t blown away yet, growing on the harshest sites where only the hardiest plants could survive. Individual plants live for hundreds of years on almost nothing, and the desert bighorn will never have a food shortage.

It’s a whole lot of slickrock, everywhere you look. Even when you aren’t standing on it, you get the feeling it’s only 2 or 3 inches down. Since lots of names get changed and shortened as time goes by, I suspect that slickrock is really a shortened version of slick-when-wet-rock.

It’s those little potholes in the slickrock that evolve into microhabitats and then into stone-ringed “pothole gardens,” like bonsai gardens with all plants aged but dwarfed.

It’s deep canyons dropping suddenly out of the desert and winding aimlessly through the plateau and majestic arches highlighting so many skylines, along with awesome sandstone spires and cliffs, everywhere, and, of course, it’s those “Canyonlands mushrooms,” multihued, mushroom-shaped sandstone formations.

It’s the light, that wonderfully clear light. The light can change colors of cliffs and highlight the gorgeous deep green of emerging buckthorn leaves against the reddish sandstone, especially on a rare overcast day or after a rain.

It’s the quiet. I don’t know why, but canyons always seem so quiet—at least compared to the forest or the beach or the prairie. The wind can unexpectedly whip up and threaten the stillness, but it doesn’t seem to work. When there is a sound, you really hear it. When you sneeze, it echoes around for several seconds and you feel like saying, “Excuse me, Mother Nature.” If you’re lucky enough to get caught by an afternoon storm, you can hear the quiet burst suddenly with thunderclaps pounding up and down the canyon walls like a drum roll loud enough to shake off the desert varnish.
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Never touch the artwork, not even once.



It’s a classroom for prehistory—ancient rock art on canyon walls and adobe ruins under sandstone overhangs left by long-gone cultures. We have to paint our houses every few years, but these cultures painted their life story on desert rocks, and it has lasted 2,000 years.

It’s getting caught in a desert rain and sitting in an alcove to watch the plants turn a gorgeous deep green an artist couldn’t duplicate and the water system start to work—little rivulets following slickrock curves, merging, getting bigger and bigger. Those stark, dry pour-overs become elegant waterfalls right before your eyes, and the head of the newly born and very temporary stream inches its way down the dry wash. The rain washes dust off the plants, and awash in their new vivid green, they seem to almost want to stand up and stretch like we do at the start of a new day.
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Turret Arch at sunset COURTESY BRAD WAGNER/IMPACT PHOTOGRAPHICS



It’s the awesome flash flood that I haven’t seen … yet. But I’ve seen the tracks a flash flood leaves, and I’ve talked to a few people fortunate enough to experience a flash flood ripping down a canyon. I’ll keep coming back, hoping to see one.

Recreationally, the Canyonlands is a mecca for outdoor sports, but it’s their natural wonders that make the hiking, road cycling, mountain biking, four-wheeling, camping, and river running so great. And all this fun fuels an economy almost completely based on outdoor recreation. Where else does that happen?

Perhaps most of all, however, the Canyonlands is a place to relax, take a deep breath, let your nails grow. Or as Edward Abbey used to do, enjoy a cold beer after a hard day of watching cloud formations. That works for a hard day of hiking, too, incidentally.

Do yourself a favor and don’t hurry through the Canyonlands, seeing only a few arches and then moving on to the next national park. Instead, take your time and let the nature of the Canyonlands sneak up on you and take root in your heart. This can become quite a burden, though—you’ll become so attached to the place that you’ll have to return again and again and again.





Introduction

Where to Go

The area encompassed by Arches and Canyonlands National Parks is a big place. So if you’re going there for the first time, where do you go?

It depends on how you like to enjoy your outdoors. Mountain bikers, for example, might like the areas contiguous to the parks where they have more options. Ditto for four-wheel-drive fans. But here, unlike most national parks, you can also find opportunities for mountain biking and four-wheeling within park boundaries.

If you’re a hiker, you have lots of choices, depending on how much time you have, your physical capabilities, and how much adventure you want. For the adventurous it’s the Maze, but for the beginner it’s Arches. For the casual tourist who wants to see some fantastic scenery without working up a sweat, it’s the Island in the Sky or Arches. For the intermediate hiker it’s the Needles.

The following list of general guidelines might make planning slightly easier, but to get more details to help with your decision on where to go, refer to the overview sections in each of the four major areas covered in this book—Arches National Park and the Needles, Island in the Sky, and Maze Districts of Canyonlands National Park. (The Orange Cliffs Unit of Glen Canyon National Recreation Area is included in the Maze District.)

Wherever you go, however, you are not likely to be disappointed.
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Outstanding desert scenery lines the White Rim Road.



Planning Your Trip

Getting to Canyonlands or Arches National Park isn’t a short drive for many people. It usually takes a major effort to get there, so plan your trip so you won’t get stressed out or disappointed by some snafu that could have been avoided with advance planning.

Back in 1995 the National Park Service (NPS) launched a reservation system for backcountry permits. You don’t have to get a permit until you get to the park, but if you want to be sure you can actually camp in the campsite you’ve preselected, you should use the advance reservation system to make sure you can get a permit for that site. Demand for permits continues to increase, especially during spring and fall and at popular sites, so take advantage of the new system to avoid disappointment. Arches National Park is not covered by the backcountry management plan.

Before you apply for permits, digest as much information as you can about the area you plan to visit. Study the map and read whatever information you can get on the area. For starters, carefully review the wealth of information on the park service’s official websites, nps.gov/cany and nps.gov/arch. Doing your advance research saves you and the NPS a lot of time and frustration.

Getting a Backcountry Permit

Canyonlands National Park requires permits for backpacking, backcountry vehicle sites, mountain-bike camping in all vehicle campsites, and day use in three areas in the Needles District (Salt Creek, Horse Canyon, and Lavender Canyon), and in the future may require day-use permits for driving or bicycling on the White Rim Road. In most cases, however, no permit is required for day use.

To start planning your trip, go to the park’s website (nps.gov/cany). There you’ll find most of the information you need. You can also call the park reservation office and request a backcountry trip-planning guide, a free handout that will also answer most of your questions.

Then, as far in advance of your trip start date as possible (months if possible), request your reservations by mail or fax. If you plan a trip on the White Rim Road, you should make your reservation at least 6 months in advance. You can’t make reservations over the phone, but you can call for help. All requests for advance reservations must include:


	Name and address of trip leader with phone numbers
	Dates and campsites or zones desired with alternatives for both
	The number of people in your group
	The number of vehicles in your group (for vehicle campers only)
	The nominal, nonrefundable permit fee


You can pay for your permit with Visa or Mastercard or with a personal check or money order made payable to National Park Service. If faxing your reservation information, use a credit card to pay. Please do not send cash. Send a detailed itinerary with alternative sites and a check, money order, or your credit card number and expiration date to pay for the permit. Send the request to:

Reservation Office

Canyonlands National Park

2282 Resource Blvd.

Moab, UT 84532

Phone: (435) 259-4351

Fax: (435) 259-4285

E-mail: canyinfo@nps.gov

Website: www.nps.gov/cany/
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A granary on the Aztec Butte Trail COURTESY NATIONAL PARK SERVICE/NEAL HERBERT



The NPS will respond to both phone and mail requests and send a written confirmation. This confirmation is not your permit. You must pick up the permit at the visitor center in the district where the trip begins. If you have to cancel or change your trip, please notify the Reservation Office as soon as possible so the campsite(s) can be made available to other park visitors.

If the campsite you want has already been reserved, the NPS will try to get as close to your route as possible by reserving alternative sites. If you send your alternatives, it makes it easier for the NPS to schedule something close to the trip you have planned. If you’re already in the park, you can apply for your permit in person and pay the fee at that time. However, in some cases the area you want to see might not have permits available, especially during peak seasons.


Fees

Fees change from time to time, but when this book was published the NPS had established the following fees: $15 for backpacking permits and $30 for backcountry vehicle or mountain-biking campsites.

Incidentally, reservation fees do not go into the general fund in Washington, D.C. These fees stay in Canyonlands National Park and pay for the operation of the backcountry reservation system. The fees cover the expense of salaries, phone lines, office supplies, postage, publication of a trip planner, and maintenance of the computer system. Without these fees the reservation system would be impossible and permits would be issued on a first-come, first-served basis.

Other Camping Options

If you want to stay in developed campgrounds, you can try the following campgrounds:

Devils Garden Campground, Arches National Park: The campground has fifty-two individual sites, which are currently $20 per night and accommodate up to ten people. All individual campsites may be reserved through ReserveUSA.com for nights between March 1 and October 31. Reservations must be made no less than 4 days and no more than 240 days in advance. To make a reservation, visit www.Recreation.gov or phone NRRS at (877) 444-6777.
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Some Canyon Country trails require short scrambles.



Squaw Flat Campground, Needles District: Twenty-six sites plus three group sites, drinking water available mid-March through October, currently $15 per night fee, maximum group size ten people per site with the exception of the group sites.

Willow Flat Campground, Island in the Sky District: Twelve sites, currently $10 per night, no water, maximum group size ten people per site.

In peak seasons these three national park campgrounds fill up fast, and spaces go on a first-come, first-served basis with the exception of the group sites, which can be reserved. The ranger on duty at the entrance station often can tell you how full a campground is, and during peak season it usually is full. Fees are subject to change without notice.

Dead Horse Point State Park, near the Island in the Sky District, has a twenty-one-site campground. You can reserve a site in advance by calling Utah State Parks at (800) 322-3770.

If you can’t find a spot in one of the national park campgrounds, you can often find a place outside of the parks on public land managed by the Bureau of Land Management and the USDA Forest Service. To get more information on these camping alternatives, call the following phone numbers:


Bureau of Land Management Offices

Moab Office (outside Island in the Sky): (435) 259-2100

San Juan Resource Area (outside Needles): (435) 587-1500

Hanksville Resource Area (outside the Maze): (435) 542-3461

USDA Forest Service Offices (Moab): (435) 259-7155

USDA Forest Service Offices (Monticello): (435) 587-2041

Grand County Travel Council (Moab / Green River): (800) 635-6622.

San Juan County Travel Council (Monticello/Blanding): (800) 574-4386



Getting Water

When hiking in Arches and Canyonlands National Parks, bring plenty of water with you (one gallon per person per day, stored in multiple containers). You can find water in the parks at these locations:


Arches National Park: Visitor Center and Devils Garden Campground

Island in the Sky District: Visitor Center (for sale by the gallon)

Needles District: Visitor Center and Squaw Flat Campground

Maze: No water available in the Maze



Finding Maps

Be sure to get the park maps at the entrance station or off the park websites. In addition to the NPS maps, get more detailed maps for any backcountry excursion. For safety reasons you need maps for route-finding and for “staying found.” For non-safety reasons, you would not want to miss out on the joy of whittling away hours staring at a topo map and wondering what it really looks like here and there.
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The art of the Great Gallery in Horseshoe Canyon (hike 56)



For trips into the Canyonlands and Arches National Parks, you have two good choices for maps—US Geological Survey (USGS) topo maps and Trails Illustrated maps. Well-prepared wilderness travelers take both. You can find these maps at the following locations:

Trails Illustrated Maps—Check at the national park visitor centers when you get to the parks or gift shops and bookstores in the local area. Trails Illustrated publishes one map for each of Arches and Canyonlands National Parks and individual maps for each of the three districts (Island in the Sky, Maze, and Needles) in Canyonlands. If you’re only going to one district, the map for that district might be your best choice.

USGS Maps—These maps are also available at national park visitor centers and sporting goods stores in the local area. Again, if you would like the maps in advance, write directly to the USGS at the following address: Map Distribution, US Geological Survey, Box 25286, Federal Center, Denver, CO 80225. USGS topo maps can also be downloaded at www.usgs.gov. You can also buy software programs to print your own topo maps, and you can do the same from several websites.

Navigating Unpaved Roads: 4WD versus AWD

One persistent problem faced by rangers in Arches and Canyonlands National Parks is visitors who incorrectly believe they have a vehicle suited for the rough roads in the parks. Basically, be sure you have a real four-wheel-drive vehicle with high clearance and “4-high” and “4-low” settings.


Nowadays a lot of popular vehicles feature “full-time four-wheel-drive” or “all-wheel-drive” (AWD), but these vehicles are usually inadequate for many of the roads in the parks. They often have the clearance of a street vehicle and lack the low-range gears needed to get up extremely steep pitches. If you have any doubts about the suitability of your vehicle, discuss it with rangers at the visitor centers.


Key to Unpaved Roads in Canyonlands and Arches



	
	2WD-LC
	2WD-HC
	4WD-LC
	4WD-HC



	Arches
	Salt Valley
	
	Willow Flats
	Four-Wheel-Drive Road



	Island in the Sky
	Green River Overlook
	
	
	Shafer Trail, Taylor Canyon, White Rim Road, Lathrop Canyon



	Needles
	Cave Spring
	Elephant Hill (to trailhead)
	
	Colorado Overlook, Salt Creek, Horse Canyon, Lavender Canyon, Elephant Hill, Devils Lane



	Maze
	
	Horseshoe Canyon, Gordon Flats, Waterhole Flat, Hite
	
	Doll House, Millard Canyon, Maze Overlook, North Point, Panorama Point, Cleopatra’s Chair, Big Ridge, Sunset Pass, Golden Stairs




Definitions: 2WD (two-wheel drive); 4WD (four-wheel drive); HC (high clearance); LC (low clearance).

For More Information

The best source of more information is the National Park Service. First look at the information-packed websites managed by the parks. If you can’t find what you need there, you can get the information at the following addresses and phone numbers:



	
Arches National Park

PO Box 907

Moab, UT 84532

Phone: (435) 719-2299

E-mail: archinfo@nps.gov

Website: www.nps.gov/arch


	
Canyonlands National Park

2282 South West Resource Blvd.

Moab, UT 84532

Phone: (435) 719-2313

E-mail: canyinfo@nps.gov

Website: www.nps.gov/cany










Trail Finder

Easy Day Hikes

Arches: Park Avenue, Windows, Landscape Arch, Sand Dune Arch, Double Arch, Balanced Rock, Skyline Arch

Island in the Sky: Mesa Arch, Grand View, White Rim Overlook, Murphy Point, Lathrop (to canyon rim), Gooseneck

Needles: Roadside Ruin, Pothole Point, Castle Arch, Fortress Arch

Maze: The Granary

Moderate Day Hikes

Arches: Delicate Arch, Fiery Furnace, Tower Arch, Windows Primitive Loop

Island in the Sky: Aztec Butte, Neck Spring, Whale Rock, Fort Bottom, Moses, Upheaval Canyon, Upheaval Dome Overlook

Needles: Cave Spring, Slickrock Foot Trail, Lost Canyon, Squaw Canyon / Big Spring Canyon, Big Spring Canyon / Elephant Canyon, Elephant Hill to Squaw Flat, Druid Arch, Druid Arch West, The Joint Trail, Chesler Park Loop, Devils Pocket Loop

Maze: The Great Gallery, Happy Canyon, The Golden Stairs, Colorado / Green River Overlook, Spanish Bottom

Difficult Day Hikes

Arches: Devils Garden Primitive Loop

Island in the Sky: Syncline Loop, Lathrop, Gooseberry, Murphy Loop, Alcove Spring, Lathrop (to White Rim Road), Wilhite

Needles: Confluence Overlook, Peekaboo, Lost Canyon / Elephant Canyon, Chesler Park / Devils Kitchen, Lower Red Lake

Maze: The North Trail, Maze Overlook, Harvest Scene

Multiday Hikes

Island in the Sky: Alcove Spring / Syncline Loop

Needles: Upper Salt Creek, Lost Canyon / Elephant Canyon, Chesler Park / Devils Kitchen, The Big Needles Loop





Author’s Favorites

Really Easy Day Hikes

Arches: Sand Dune Arch, Park Avenue, Landscape Arch

Island in the Sky: Mesa Arch, Whale Rock, White Rim Overlook, Grand View, Upheaval Dome Overlook

Needles: Pothole Point, Cave Spring

Maze: The Granary, Colorado / Green River Overlook (to Beehive Arch)

Easy Day Hikes, but Not Too Easy

Arches: Broken Arch, Tower Arch

Island in the Sky: Murphy Point, Moses, Fort Bottom

Needles: Slickrock Foot Trail

Maze: Spanish Bottom

Moderately Difficult Hikes, but Not Too Difficult

Arches: Delicate Arch, Devils Garden (to Double O Arch), Fiery Furnace

Island in the Sky: Neck Spring, Lathrop (to canyon rim), Moses

Needles: Squaw Canyon / Big Spring Canyon, Chesler Park Loop, Devils Pocket Loop, The Joint Trail

Maze: The Great Gallery, Maze Overlook, Colorado / Green River Overlook

Long, Hard Day Hikes so Hikers Can Eat Anything They Want for Dinner and Not Feel Guilty

Arches: Devils Garden Primitive Loop

Island in the Sky: Syncline Loop, Murphy Loop, Alcove Spring

Needles: Lost Canyon, Lost Canyon / Elephant Canyon, Druid Arch, Confluence Overlook, Upper Salt Creek

Maze: Harvest Scene

First Night in the Wilderness

Island in the Sky: Murphy Loop, Upheaval Canyon

Needles: Upper Salt Creek (out-and-back option), Squaw Canyon / Big Spring Canyon, Elephant Hill to Squaw Flat, Chesler Park Loop

Maze: Happy Canyon, Colorado / Green River Overlook

For Photographers

Arches: Devils Garden, Park Avenue, Fiery Furnace, Delicate Arch

Island in the Sky: Murphy Point, Moses, White Rim Overlook, Grand View

Needles: The Joint Trail, Peekaboo, Lost Canyon, Confluence Overlook, Devils Pocket Loop

Maze: Maze Overlook, Harvest Scene, Colorado / Green River Overlook
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The most famous arch on earth, Delicate Arch in Arches National Park COURTESY DAI HIROTA/IMPACT PHOTOGRAPHICS



Multiday Backcountry Adventures

Island in the Sky: Alcove Spring / Syncline Loop

Needles: The Big Needles Loop, Chesler Park / Devils Kitchen, Upper Salt Creek

Maze: Harvest Scene

For Trail Runners and Power Hikers

Island in the Sky: Neck Spring, Lathrop (to canyon rim), Upheaval Canyon

Needles: Squaw Canyon / Big Spring Canyon, Lost Canyon / Elephant Canyon





Using This Guidebook

This guide won’t answer all the questions you have concerning your hiking vacation to Arches or Canyonlands National Park, but it should answer a lot of them.

Distances

In this guide most road distances came from odometer readings or from NPS signs and brochures. However, in some cases estimates were made.

When hiking the trails, you may notice slight variations in stated mileages between trail signs, park maps, and Trails Illustrated maps, but in most cases the variations are insignificant. The trail distances used in the book mirror those on the Trails Illustrated maps, which are the most current mileages provided by the NPS. This Trails Illustrated map is slightly ahead of the process of updating park maps and signs, which will eventually be corrected to match the mileages on the Trails Illustrated map.

Keep in mind that distance is less important than difficulty. A rocky, steep, 2-mile trail can take longer and require more effort (and water) than 4 miles on a well-contoured trail on flat terrain. Often the trails and roads of these parks are better measured in hours instead of miles.

Ratings

Difficulty ratings for trails serve as a general guide only, not the final word. What is difficult to one hiker may be easy to the next. In this guide difficulty ratings consider both how long and how strenuous the route is. Here are general definitions of the ratings:

Easy: Suitable for any hiker, including small children, without serious elevation gain, hazardous sections, or places where the trail



Roads







Types of Trips
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